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SOME FEATURES OF MESSIANIC PROPHECY ILLUSTRATED 
BY THE BOOK OF JOEL.' 

By Rev. Edward L. Curtis, A. B., 

Instructor in the Presbyterian Theological Seminary of the Northwest, Chicago. 



II. 

Joel links not only the most distant future to the present, but he 
represents it also in terms of the present. Jehovah judges in the valley 
of Jehoshaphat. a Tyre and Sidon and Philistia are the subjects of 
judgment. 3 Egypt and Edom are particularly punished. 4 The redemp- 
tion promised also is the restoration of children sold into slavery, 5 great 
fertility, 6 peace and security in dwelling in Judah and Jerusalem, 7 Je- 
hovah enthroned in Zion. 8 This then illustrates the law of prophecy 
that descriptions of the future are in terms of the present, or grow out 
of conditions and circumstances of the present. This is natural because 
the immediate design of Messianic prophecy was to comfort and ad- 
monish cotemporaries. The work of the prophets was not simply to 
foretell, to utter predictions, which afterwards verified would prove the 
divine origin of their message. This was secondary, subordinate, 
though not unimportant. Their immediate object was to preach right- 
eousness, to reprove, exhort, especially urging steadfast adherence to 
Jehovah that calamity might be averted, that prosperity might be se- 
cured. Prophecy came in a day of trouble. The direct occasion of 
Joel's prophecy was the terrible locust plague. Calamity gave it birth, 
and so in general. In the midst of oppression, and disasters from for- 
eign enemies, violence and corruptions from rulers at home, people 
needed comfort and consolation, and then God chose to give promises 
of future redemption. The development of prophetic revelation was 
in precise proportion to the decline of Israel. This refers, of course, 
to direct prophecy. Days of joy and gladness could give typical pro- 
phecies. The marriage song written for a Solomon or Joram passes 
over into a description of the future anointed of Israel. 41 And one, cel- 
ebrating in all probability the defeat of Sennacherib, becomes a predic- 
tion of Jehovah's reign over all the earth. 10 But in general the darkest 
hours gave the brightest hopes. Indeed, in the other instances the pro- 
phetic element arose from the SQmewhat similar cause. The incom- 
pleteness, the imperfection of that celebrated by the psalmists, led to the 
deeper meaning. The original subjects came not up to that demanded 



i A paper read before the Hebrew Summer School 11888) at Morgan Park, the first part of which 
appeared in the December No., 1883. 
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by the covenant promises of God. In general, however, to repeat, the 
darkest hours gave the brightest hopes. In the reign of the wicked 
Ahaz came the promise of Immanuel, and of the child, wonderful 
counselor, everlasting father, prince of peace. No prophecies also are 
richer and fuller of brighter blessings than those of the new covenant 
given by the weeping Jeremiah. And who does not know of the Gospel 
of the second portion of Isaiah so intimately associated with the Baby- 
lonian captivity? 

But to warn and admonish, to console and comfort, blessings promis- 
ed and judgments threatened must be intelligible, adapted to the circum- 
stances in which they were uttered, and hence, as has been said, must 
be given in terms of the present. Joel thus began his prophecy with 
the assurance of deliverance from present troubles. The army of the 
locusts will be destroyed. 1 Fertilizing and seasonable rain will come. 1 
A blessing of wonderful fruitfulness is twice repeated.- The kingdom 
of Judah had suffered much from neighboring enemies, from Egyptians, 
Edomites, and more recently by Philistines. :i The royal city had been 
plundered and Phoenicians as slave merchants had sold captives to the 
Edomites and distant Javanites. 4 Joel therefore especially threatens 
with divine judgment these nations and gives assurance of the deliver- 
ance and return of captives."' This is the way in which he beheld the 
last times. These events were to take place and then Jehovah was to. 
reign in Zion and the fullness of blessing come. Micah illustrates the 
same principle. He associates the last days with the chastisement of 
Assyria the leading enemy, in his time, of God's people, and the Mes- 
siah, the ruler out of Bethlehem, would be a deliverer from Assyrian 
oppression. 1 ' Isaiah belonging to the same epoch, in his earlier pro- 
phecies, has a similiar view of the future. Immediately after judgments 
upon Assyria shall there come forth a rod out of the stem of Jesse, 
and a branch shall grow out of his roots." Then follow promises of 
restoration from Assyrian captivity. 8 The question now might arise, 
whether under these nations others are typified, or whether we have 
the prophecy of a judgment which actually did befall them, but did not 
bear the relation anticipated to the redemption through the Messiah. 
As far as one enemy of God's people is the type of another, other 
nations may be typified. But the Edomite or the Assyrian or the 
Phoenician does not represent particularly some far distant people, the 
Roman for example, who lived in the commencement of the Messianic 
period. The literal fulfillment of prophecies in all detail is not to be 
insisted upon. Many doubtless were so fulfilled. The exact corres- 



i Joel ii., 18-27. =ii., 18-27; iv., 18. ■' 1 Kgs. xiv., 25, 26; 2 Chron. xxl„ IB, 17; xxii., 1. < Amos i„ 
9,10. s Joel iv., 1-8. « Mlc. v., 2-8. -\%. xx., ff, xi., 1. »Is. xi.,11. 
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pondence between subsequent history and many predictions justifies 
in a certain degree the definition of prophecy as history written be- 
forehand. But of some prophecies we have no knowledge of such ful- 
fillment, and in the letter they may always remain unfulfilled. Exactly 
how divine judgment should be executed, or when and how redemption 
should come was a matter of minor importance. "It may have been," 
says Prof. Green, 1 "of little consequence to Isaiah or to Micah or to 
their cotemporaries to have the political changes disclosed to them by 
which Assyria was to be superseded on the map of the world or erased 
from the roll of nations, but it was of vast moment to them to know 
that whether the ancient Assyria should survive or whatever new As- 
syria might arise to take its place, the strife between the great empires 
of the world should hereafter give way to peaceful and amicable inter- 
course, and instead of their present animosity toward the people of God 
they should heartily be united with Israel in the service of Jehovah, 
and should any future Assyria venture to molest Israel or disturb his 
peace his Messiah would effectually protect him and avenge his cause." 

In idea, then, prophecy must always be fulfilled. How -far the 
prophet expected or looked for such a fulfillment rather than a literal 
one, no one can positively state, but that to him the idea was the main 
thing is evident from the frequent use of symbol and figure, the play 
upon words and events. Joel places the final judgment in the valley 
of Jehoshaphat. Here is a play first upon a valley where a great vic- 
tory had taken place under Jehoshaphat and secondly upon the name 
itself, meaning Jehovah judges. Hosea plays similarly upon place and 
the meaning of words, in choosing the valley of Jezreel as the place of 
decision," and also Zechariah, when he assigns mourning to the val- 
ley of Megiddo. 3 The writer of Revelation makes use of ArMageddon 
in the same way. 4 

Joel also passes from the declaration of the judgment of the partic- 
ular enemies of Judah, — Tyre, Sidon and Philistia, — which the times in 
which he lived demanded, to a wider and fuller judgment, 5 placed also 
in the valley Jehoshaphat, when he mentions no nation by name, 
showing that the idea was the main and most important element of his 
prophecy, — that he wished to set forth the ever present enmity be- 
tween the heathen powers and the power of God, and the assurance that 
the kingdom of God through severe conflict should attain final victory and 
peace." This idea is taken up and presented repeatedly by the other 
prophets. 7 

i In the Princeton Review, July 1878, p. 303. "- Hos. i., 4, 5; ii., 2, 34. a Zech. xii., 11. <Rev. xvl., 
16. Its Mageddon is {11 JD ~\T\, the hill of M egiddo which with Jezreel is a locality of the plains of 
Esdraelon, the battle-field of Northern Palestine, s Joel iv., 9-1". s See Messianic Prophecy, by 
Dr. Riehm, p. 90. • Mic. iv., 11-15; Zech. xii., 1-13; xiv., 3-5; Ezek. jcxxviii., xxxix. 
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Symbol is also doubtless found in Joel's allusion to commotions of 
nature. 1 What is the meaning of those mysterious portents borrowed 
and repeated so often from this source both in the Old Testament and 
in the New ? Did the prophet expect such appearances in nature? Pos- 
sibly, probably; yet their real significance is that they are the attend- 
ants of a theophany. The idea lying beneath them is that Jehovah 
would manifest himself. Peter alluded to them as though they had al- 
ready been accomplished when the Spirit was poured out on the day 
of Pentecost. 2 As Jehovah had appeared on Sinai so thought the 
prophet of subsequent appearances, and they depicted them in similar 
imagery. It was their way of emphasizing the advent of Jehovah. Sim- 
ilarly, in the likeness of the passage through the Red Sea and the wild- 
erness, future redemption was pictured. 3 

Consider also Joel's promise of wonderful fertility, that the mount- 
ains shall drop new wine, and all the hills flow with milk. 4 Now to his 
cotemporaries it may be that there could be no conception of a glad 
time of future redemption without such actual fertility. This may 
have been all which he meant to prophesy. And yet even to himself 
was there not something more wrapt up in this promise ? Did it not 
stand directly upon the threshold of having a higher meaning; how- 
ever vague and dim, to the prophet and those for whom he wrote? He 
says, a fountain shall come forth from the house of the Lord and water 
the valley of Shittim. 5 The mention of this fountain suggests a spirit- 
ual meaning. For why for the purpose of mere agricultural irrigation 
should the house of the Lord be chosen as the source of a fountain ? 
Ezekiel and Zechariah use this fountain or stream flowing from the house 
of God as a symbol of spiritual blessings and in the N. T. it appears 
as in the pure river of the water of life, clear as crystal proceeding out 
of the throne of God and the Lamb." 

Again Joel in common with the other prophets speaks of Jehovah 
dwelling in Zion. 7 Zion is the centre of the Kingdom of God, and 
Jehovah actually dwelling among his people is an essential element of 
the O. T. representations of the Messianic times. The O. T. saint 
could grasp in no other way the thoughts of the establishment of the 
divine kingdom. But when one asks from the N. T. point of view for 
its fulfillment, the idea is found to be the main thing. How was this 
prophecy fulfilled ? In the incarnation of the Son of God. He became 
flesh and dwelt among us. b So "I am with you even unto the end of 
the world." 9 N. T. fulfillment far outstrips the O. T. promise. It casts 



i Joel ill., 3, 4. 2 Acta H., 19, 20. Compare David's description ot bis deliverance in Ps. xviii., 
8-10. See Perowne and Murphy on the same, s Is. xi., 15, 16. * Joel iv., 18. s iv., 18. e Ezek. 
xlvii., 1-12; Zech. xili., 1; xiv.,8; Hev. xxii., 1, 2, 'iv.,17. * Jno. i., 14. » Matt, xxviii., 20. 
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aside the terms, the forms in which the promises were clothed, and 
gives something better. The idea is taken up and, as it were, glorified. 
The Jerusalem of earth is but a type. We are come unto Mt. Zion, 
the city of 'the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem. 1 The holiness 2 is 
that of the city into which there shall no wise enter anything that de- 
fileth or maketh a lie. 3 And the final fulfillment of Jehovah's dwelling 
there is in the reigning of God and the Lamb forever and ever.* 
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PREFATORY. 



The knowledge of the post-biblical history and literature of the Jews is of very 
great importance,— not only to him who makes the essence and history of Judaism 
his special object of study, but, both to the historian of the apostolic age and to 
the historian of the pre-conditions of Christianity. We shall have a true insight 
into, and understanding of the then existing actual life of the Jews and of the 
mental atmosphere, in which they breathed, only after we have become familiar 
with the Jewish usages, and customs, and statutes, the Jewish cult and rites, and 
other religious institutions of those times. It is an error to suppose that, for this 
purpose, a knowledge of the legal contents of the Pentateuch is sufficient ; that 
the so-called Mosaic Law remained the unaltered regulator of Jewish life. An 
historical development, a gradual growth of the same took place, and the Mosaic 
statutes were but the roots, from which an excessively rich outgrowth of post- 
biblical Jewish law organically developed itself. And if any of the readers should 
once inquiringly visit, e. g., the library of the Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati, 
or some other larger Hebrew library, he would be shown hundreds of volumes 
treating of Jewish law,— institutions, and pandects, and novellae, and opinions 
without number. 

There was a time when Christian scholars studied and cultivated this Jewish 
law. This was during the sixteenth and seventeenth century. But— with regret 
it must be said — this study has fallen into neglect. In our times we have neither 
a Selden, nor a Lightfoot, neither a Buxtorf, nor a Reland. It would certainly be 
a step in the right direction if such a highly developed system of law, as the Jew- 
ish, would be more appreciated, and if a thorough knowledge of the same would 
be striven after. 

In Cambridge, England, Professor Schiller-Szinessy, an erudite Jewish scholar, 
has taught for many years the Talmud and kindred branches with great success. 
English scholarship in this field has had a wonderful growth during the last 25 
years. Could not, and should not, a Professor's chair for the talmudical studies 
also be created in one of the more pretentious American Universities ? Shall this 



i Heb. xii., 22. 2 Joel Hi., 17. s Rev. xxi., 27. * Rev. xxii., 1. 



